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Hello, IMSA classes of 2017, 2018, and 2019! 
To the sophomores, welcome!  You are embarking on a 
three-year adventure that is beyond imagination.  I was in 
your shoes almost 20 years ago, before most of you were 
born, and yet I still remember it clearly.  I remember 
meeting my roommate for the first time.  Like many of you 
probably do, I considered myself a huge nerd and also a bit 
of a geek, and part of what I loved about IMSA was that I 
could be unapologetically proud of that.  So imagine my 
reaction when I met my roommate and she couldn’t stop 
talking about cheerleading.  Well, my cheerleader 
roommate turned out to be a great friend, and I’m so proud 
to know her now that she’s a doctor working with cancer 
patients and trying to find a cure. 
To the juniors and seniors, welcome back!  Or should I say, 
“Welcome home.”  I hope that to some of you, this place is 
already starting to feel like home.  To me, this strange-
looking bomb-shelter on this odd little plot of land in the 
middle of nowhere will always be home.  And I’m so 
honored that President Torres and Principal Dahleh have 
invited me to come home to talk to you all. 
As I thought about what I wish I knew when I was in your 
shoes, I thought about three things, and I want to share 
them with you today.  I hope they help during your time at 
IMSA and beyond.   
First, use this precious time and opportunity to figure out 
who you are.  This is it.  You’ve got these three precious 
years to do that.  People say that college is a good time to 
figure out who you are, but the truth is that in college, you 
also need to be thinking about your future, how to land an 
internship, your first job, and set up your career.  Figuring 
out who you are in the midst of all that is a lot.  And you’ve 
already left home, so you get a head start now.   
IMSA is the first place I felt free to take risks and learn new 
things.  It was where I decided that I always preferred 
pragmatism to ideology.  It’s where I learned to rely on my 
friends and ask for help.  It’s where I learned to accept an 
apology and forgive someone for the first time.  It’s where I 
learned to challenge myself – over and over and over again 
– and where I learned exactly how little sleep I needed to 
function. 
So use this time.  Figure out who you are.  What do you 
believe in?  Why do you believe it?  What are the things you 
value most?  What motivates you?  What do you love?  Why 
do you love it?  When you’re faced with hard decisions, how 
do you make them?  What are the things you like thinking 
about?  Well, think about them!   
Probably my favorite memory of IMSA was staying up way, 
way too late with two of my best friends because we were 
consumed by this theme that seemed to be running through 
all of our classes – biology, calculus, and history and 
philosophy.  And that theme was trying to figure out what 
the role of randomness was in the universe.  And we stayed 
up late creating a whole system of thinking around this.  It 
was for a class, it wasn’t for a grade, no one asked us to do 
it.  We did this because we wanted to figure out what we 
thought, to develop a system of thinking that we would be 
able to take with us for the rest of our lives. 
So talk to each other.  Talk to your teachers.  Use this time 
to get to know yourself, to put a stake in the ground about 
what you are all about.  I promise, there will never be a 
more supportive environment or a better time in your life 
for you to do that.  
Second, I want to draw a distinction that might not seem 
important right now, but will become more and more 
important as you grow.  And that distinction is that 
achievements are not the same as accomplishments.  You all 
have already achieved a lot.  Just being in this room is a 
huge achievement.  It means you have gotten good grades.  
It means you did well on your SATs.  It means you have 
impressed your teachers.  It means that your parents think 
you are responsible enough to be on your own, or just that 
you’ve done a really good job of fooling them.  
Congratulations.  Achievements are gold stars that you get 
from other people, signals to the world about how great you 
are.  And you clearly already have a few gold stars. 
When I was a freshmen in college, one of my professors in 
one of my first classes asked, “Who here wants to work for 
Goldman Sachs?”  Everybody in the room raised their hand.  
I didn’t know what Goldman Sachs was, but suddenly I 
wanted to work there too!  It turns out it is a top investment 
bank that offers only a few internships a year, and three 
years later in my senior year of college, I beat out about 
1000 other candidates and got that job.  And guess what?  I 
hated it.  And I was lucky to find that out early, because I 
decided to go do something else, so when a few years later, 
the financial markets collapsed and many people working in 
places like that lost their jobs, I wasn’t among one of them.  
I spent a few miserable months because I made the mistake 
of going after something because other people thought it 
was a gold star, and I bought into that.  Gold stars come 
from other people, which means they can also be taken 
away.  Getting to say you went to IMSA is a gold star.  Going 
to a top college is a gold star.  Getting to come back to your 
high school 20 years later to tell 600 students that you beat 
1000 other people out of an internship is a gold star.  There 
is no shame in being proud of your gold stars.  But 
remember that that pride you feel is just because of the way 
that others perceive you.  External recognition and 
validation from people who have known you for a short 
time and in a specific context is important in exactly that 
same way – for a short time, and in a specific context.  And 
you can be so much more than the accumulation of a bunch 
of gold stars from other people. 
You can actually accomplish things.  I remember my first 
real accomplishment.  I was just a few years out of college, 
and working at a non-profit organization called Teach For 
America, which focuses on helping poor students get a great 
education.  I spent a year building a teacher-training 
institute where the teachers worked with students in poor 
neighborhoods over the summer in Phoenix, Arizona.  It was 
hot, it was hard work, but after the summer, once regular 
school began again, the schools that we worked with 
showed us that their students were so much farther ahead 
than where they were expected to be.  The schools actually 
changed the curriculum because the students had learned 
so much over the summer at our institute.  That was an 
accomplishment.  And I remember feeling it hit me like a ton 
of bricks because I knew, for the first time in my life, that I 
had actually done something good in the world, that what I 
did made a difference in someone else’s life.  An 
accomplishment is the good that you do in the world for 
others that can never be undone.  3,000 kids spent that 
summer learning.  And even though they lived in tough 
neighborhoods and their schools were not always great, 
they were further ahead than they would have been if we 
hadn’t done our work.  That is a good that cannot be 
undone.  That is an accomplishment.  And you all have what 
it takes to do that kind of good.  To actually accomplish 
things.  To have a positive impact on other people and on 
the world around you. 
President Obama speaks to the class of White House interns 
each year, and one of the things he tells them is “Worry less 
about who you want to be and more about what you want 
to do.”  That’s another way of saying that achievements are 
not accomplishments.  Don’t just be proud of yourself for 
the places you’ve gotten into, or the brands you’ve 
associated yourself with.  Be proud of yourself because 
you’ve actually done something that is good in the world.  
Because if you’re in this room, you have the smarts to do a 
lot of good in the world.  And the world needs you. 
But what if you don’t know what you want to do?  Show of 
hands, how many of you know exactly what you want to do 
when you grow up?  OK, you all are very lucky, cause I 
certainly didn’t when I was your age.  And you might change 
your minds. 
But for those of you who raised your hands, my challenge to 
you is this: Figure out what PROBLEM you’re trying to solve.  
Because when things are tough, when things don’t go your 
way, when you run into obstacles, remembering what 
problem you’re trying to solve should be your north star. 
And for those of you who didn’t raise your hands, don’t 
worry.  This is not a test.  There is no wrong answer. 
That brings me to the third and final thing I want to share 
with you.  If you don’t know what you want to do, just find a 
problem.  There are so many problems in the world.  
Climate change.  Pollution.  Disease.  Poverty.  Terrorism.  
There are so many problems in the world.  I bet you all can 
think of some more.  And as you get older and see more and 
more of the world, I hope you keep looking for problems in 
the world.  Because if you don’t know what you want to do, 
just pick a problem and try to solve it.   
Because these are big problems.  And with all the potential 
in this room, if we aren’t the ones that are going to step 
forward to do something about them, then who will? 
Seniors, I know it seems like college applications matter a 
lot right now.  Juniors, I know that it seems like your PSATs 
and your grades matter a lot right now.  Sophomores, I 
know it seems like figuring out how to live away from your 
parents and do your own laundry matters a lot right now.   
But the most important thing is to make sure that YOU 
matter. 
Make sure you do something that matters.  If not, all your 
intelligence, all your hard work, and all the gold stars you 
accumulate, will be wasted.  When you look back on your 
life, make sure that there was someone who was better off 
for you having lived. 
In the meantime, try to relish in learning how to solve 
problems.  Solve the problems that are put before you, 
solve the problems that you can find, and find new ones to 
solve.  Soak it in.  And when you’re ready, remember the 
problem that bothers you the most – the thing that subtly 
nags at you every time you’re reminded of it, the thing that 
you can’t help but think about, even if (and specifically 
because) it’s unpleasant but it’s real.  And then remember 
that you have among the best training in the world in how 
to solve problems, and that’s what you are getting here at 
IMSA.  There are so many problems in the world. You are 
developing the knowledge and skills to actually do 
something about them.  Pick one, and go at it. 
I can’t wait to see what you all do.  Thank you. 
